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  i 
ABSTRACT  
   
   
Transformation Is... is an arts practice-led research in Dance and Design, 
embodying and materializing concepts of structure, leadership and agency and their role 
in bringing about desired social transformation. 
My personal experiences as a foreign student interested in transformative 
experiences gave origin to this arts practice-led research. An auto-ethnographic approach 
informed by grounded theory methods shaped this creative inquiry in which dance was 
looked at as data and rehearsals became research fields. 
Within the context of social choreography, a transformational leadership style was 
applied to promote agency using improvisational movement scores to shape individual 
and collective creative explorations.  These explorations gave birth to a flexible and 
transformable dance installation that served as a metaphor for social structure. 
Transformation revealed itself in this research as a sequence of process and 
product oriented stages that resulted in a final performance piece in which a site-specific 
interactive installation was built before the audience’s eyes. This work became a 
metaphor of how individual actions and interactions effect the construction of social 
reality and how inner-transformation and collaboration are key in the process of 
designing and building new egalitarian social structures. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 In order to talk about my work, I need to start by addressing my personal ideas on 
social transformation as well as to provide a theoretical framework that helped shape the 
project and the analysis of it. Before moving to the United States to pursue a new 
academic degree my experience as an educator in Panama had always been shaped and 
driven by my desire to help create a better society based on the access of equal 
opportunities for everybody. Participating in community organizations from a young age 
helped me gain an understanding of the role of knowledge and education and its value in 
building a better society. Social issues such as inequality, oppression and the lack of 
ecological sensitivity, have driven my interest in becoming an agent for positive social 
transformation.  
 I started working as a professor in the School of Dance at Universidad de Panama 
in 2009. This opportunity offered me new experiences and responsibilities as a young 
new faculty that made me realized that I needed to become more knowledgeable in my 
field by continuing my dance education abroad. The pursuit of this goal took me away 
from my family, my friends and my country. As I moved to pursue an M.F.A. in Dance at 
Arizona State University, my journey was defined by extreme changes: change of place, 
environment, language, new ways of living as well as different ways of understanding 
relationships and social interactions. Some of my reactions to these changes were 
unexpected and, at times, shocking and frustrating. These experiences, have taken me up 
and down, east to west and around on a journey through my inner landscapes. I found 
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myself reflecting deeper into the meaning of what transformation really is. I started to 
understand that only purposeful positive inner-transformation, can lead to the pursuit of 
eliminating larger social issues. I see inner-transformation as a process that happens on 
different levels: spiritual, intellectual and physical.  
 During my settling process, I became more aware of the many parameters that 
were either restricting or allowing me to become part of this new reality. I started to 
perceive the seemingly invisible cultural structures becoming more tangible every time I 
stumbled into them. For example I started to realize that being defined as a Latina in a 
conservative state such as Arizona meant something completely different than being a 
defined as a Latina in Spain, where I studied for my first masters degree. These 
definitions did not correspond to my personal Latina identity being born and raised in 
Panama City. Self-definitions of ethnicity had to be negotiated with the external 
definitions of ethnicity imposed by my current cultural environment. Adjusting to this 
new reality meant recognizing my personal worldview and learning new ways of doing 
things in a different country. I now recognize that I was in a continuous process of self-
negotiation about what I was willing to give up in order to adapt to this new life, what I 
willing to accept and what I was really capable of changing. 
 This structural awareness started to become evident in my early creative 
explorations in class by focusing on my flamenco dance practice and constantly 
questioning what makes flamenco what it is. This process was shaped by the constant 
restrictions imposed on me: in terms of performance, as flamenco dance shoes where not 
allowed on the floors of most of the dance studios and performance spaces; and being the 
only flamenco dancer in my cohort of graduate students there were limited opportunities 
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for collaboration during my first two years of study.  I began to explore the structural 
composition of flamenco as an art form and started to experiment with which parts of the 
art form could be taken away until it was no longer recognizable. This exploration had a 
clear relationship with my sense of identity and belonging in this new environment. This 
process of identity negotiation helped me gain a better perspective of what I knew and 
what I needed to learn in order to define the type of artist I wanted to become. At this 
point, my interdisciplinary background became a valuable strength during my creative 
explorations. During this complex process, I was also introduced to reflective journaling 
in my creative practices classes that eventually lead me to the qualitative research 
methods that helped shape this practice-led research.  
 Changing my self-perception from a dance educator to an artist-educator-
researcher has been one of the biggest personal transformations throughout this 
experience. As a dance educator I focused my professional practice only in teaching 
dance.  This left very little time and energy to invest in creative practices or performing. 
Now, as an artist-educator-researcher I see three different aspects of my professional 
practices interconnected and supportive of each other.  
 My current understanding of transformation is that it is a process that needs to be 
pursued and allowed to define its own shape and path. This requires a great deal of 
flexibility and detachment from our pre-conceived ideas. The process requires self-
knowledge in order to direct a purposeful inner-transformative experience that allows 
new shapes to emerge.  
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CHAPTER 2 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 
 In this chapter, I would like to offer an overview of the ideas and methods that 
helped shape and support my research process and analysis. One of the main focal points 
of this work was using movement and design as a way to reflect on society and the role 
that we play as individuals in the process of building new social realities. I will also 
provide personal definitions related to structure and social transformation.  
 
 
Reflections about arts practice-led research in dance and qualitative                 
research in academia  
 
  
 As an M.F.A student I have been trying to define what it means to research within 
the creative realm of dance in an academic institution such as Arizona State University. 
In order to develop my skills as a researcher, I enrolled in a Qualitative Research 
Methods course in the Hugh Downs School of Communications where I expanded my 
knowledge in critical thinking theories and research approaches. I was introduced to 
concepts and tools specifically related to grounded theory, which is a “general 
methodology for developing theory that is grounded in data systematically gathered and 
analyzed” (Strauss & Corbin, 273).  
 Some key concepts for the development of this research process were the 
achievement of accountability, the process of data collection and the idea that the “truth” 
emerges from the observed social phenomena. With the orientation of Dr. Sarah Amira 
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De la Garza, I was able to learn about research tools such as observation skills, 
journaling, speed jotting, coding, conceptualizing based on observations, the creation of 
memo notes. These tools shaped my current methodology, allowing me to gain discipline 
in my process of documenting, analyzing and planning, helping my creative research to 
become systematic and accountable over time.  
 Throughout this process, I became aware of how social scientists make use of art 
as a tool to reflect on the outcomes of their scientific social research. I began to question 
the validation of creative research in academia as a method in its own right (Rubidge 10). 
This awareness clarified my understanding of what arts practice-led research is and its 
role in academia. Also described as discovery-based research, is defined by Rubidge (6) 
as “research [that]…is initiated by an artistic hunch, intuition, or question, or an artistic 
or technical concern generated by the researcher’s own practice which it has become 
important to pursue in order to continue that practice”. “This kind of research…is 
variously a means of interrogating one’s own practice as an artist, a means of developing 
new artistic strategies frameworks and insights in one’s own practice, a means of solving 
artistic problems, and/or a means of locating any theoretical framework which might be 
implicated in your practice.”  
 Learning about qualitative research methods helped me understand the 
importance of methodology in my own creative research. It also helped me conciliate the 
worlds of scientific social research and the art practice-led research. I came to understand 
the importance of accountability as a way to validate the research process. I learned the 
importance of looking for documenting what is there through observation and journaling 
tasks, which provided the tools necessary for documenting and shaping my own creative 
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inquiry. By acquiring research-specific vocabulary, my understanding of “data” was also 
clarified. As stated by Leavy (186), “dance can serve as a source of data and 
consequently as a data collection method” and the type of information generated by 
dance practices needs to be researched with the appropriate tools. As a dancer and as a 
scholar, I recognize a big responsibility in situating dance practice as a type of thought 
that generates knowledge and the importance of generating arts-related research 
approaches.  
 Learning about grounded theory methods, in which the research method design 
emerges from the research itself, helped me avoid the impulse of imposing specific 
outcomes to my process. It allowed me to let things emerge and become what they 
needed to be. This demanded a great deal of trust in the process and courage to make 
intuitive decisions. Using this approach slowly allowed me to create a personal 
methodology of working in which data collection relied on viewing each rehearsal as a 
research field or research event. I gathered data by taking notes, filming and 
photographing each rehearsal. I developed a journaling practice by writing my 
observations and analysis of each rehearsal experience and the conversations that took 
place. Getting feedback from the dancers during and after rehearsals became important in 
order to understand the process as well as making decisions about the future explorations. 
I also started writing memos that served as reminders for future literature searches and 
rehearsal planning.  These practices came together as an emergent research design that I 
can apply to future projects. 
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Fig. 1 Dance making research design informed by grounded theory methods. 
  
Dance, design and social transformation 
 
 
 My understanding that “transformation is…a process of movement, from one 
state to another, and that this movement can be seen and performed” (Sibauste 2) led me 
to use dance as a medium to reflect on ideas about social and inner transformation. 
 Movement and spatial design offer many possibilities for the materialization and 
embodiment of concepts such as structure, agency and leadership which are key in the 
process of eliminating oppressive social patterns that generate inequality and suffering 
for humankind and the environment. Site specific installation designs offer an 
opportunity to propose new physical realities that may transform not only the visual 
perspective of an individual but also serve as deeper transformational experience by 
inviting the imagination to create possibilities for new social and structural realities.  
 A need for envisioning new realities is clearly expressed by Klien and Valks 
when they state that “conditions for large scale transformative innovations in the arts, 
culture and society are desperate, bordering on hopeless” (“Social Dreaming/Social 
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Choreography”). Artists should serve as mediators in this process of facilitating reflective 
experiences that enable new ways of thinking and performing as social actors. The 
chosen site for my work was the lobby of the Physical Education Building East that had 
offered me an opportunity to play with space and explore new possibilities with previous 
installations experiments. There are a few reasons why the lobby of Physical Education 
Building East appeals to me. The architectural structure is suitable for dance 
performances as it serves as an alternative theater space. Its enclosed structure allows for 
multiple perspectives and three different levels. I started exploring the possibility for 
different audience perspectives in my previous dance installation work “Sí Quiero” that I 
designed and performed in this same space. In this work, I encouraged the audience to 
make use of the different levels in the space by creating a temporary room that limited 
visibility from different perspectives. In this project, the audience had a choice to remain 
the in the ground floor, the stairs or the second floor. This was my first exploration with 
multiple audience perspectives and my first exploration related to agency applied to a 
performance work. 
 For this project, the site offered new restrictions as well as possibilities based on 
its own architectural structure, defining the installation’s design and materials. These 
restrictions and possibilities enabled design and choreographic possibilities that shaped 
the explorations and the final piece. During this process, the space and its structure 
became challenged and transformed by the dancers and the installation. 
 I define structure as a set of parameters that give shape and limitations to material 
or nonmaterial things that we interact within our lives. Our thinking patterns as well as 
our actions are shaped by the education and the culture we have been raised in. Giddens, 
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as cited by Sewell (5), says that structure “provides rules and resources recursively 
implicated in the reproduction of social systems” and that “structures shape people’s 
practices, but it is also people’s practices that constitute (and reproduce) structure” 
(Sewell 4). One of the outcomes I relate to inner-transformation is the possibility of using 
education and reflective practices as well as purposeful art making in order to promote 
awareness of the patterns that reproduce oppressive situations in our social system. In this 
context, I place my work in the category of social choreography, described as “a space in 
which social possibilities are both rehearsed and performed” (Hewitt 4). Choreography 
becomes a “metaphor for order” and the choreographer “an architect of a fluid 
environment” (Klien & Valk, “Choreography as an Aesthetics of Change”) and, in my 
work, social transformation becomes a framework for dance making.   
 Choreography and design served as structuring activities that help organize 
movement as well as space. The design of the physical structure in this installation 
became a metaphor for society, allowing or restricting human interaction and movement 
within the structure. The physical installation itself became a site for transformation: a 
structure within the structure that is transformed by the act of constructing a new reality. 
The dance troupe became a sample of a social organization and power issues were 
translated into the relationship between the choreographer-researcher and the dancers. As 
a choreographer-researcher, my intention was to promote individual agency and 
empowerment in the creative process. In this leadership style, the leader “needs to exhibit 
empathy and consideration and to actively engage in intellectual stimulation of followers. 
Toward that end, leaders attempt to influence their followers’ thought and imagination, 
beliefs, and values by teaching them to conceptualize, contemplate, and cope with 
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abstract contents, thereby heightening their capacity for problem awareness and problem 
solving” (Schmid 3). The execution of agency or “effective human action” (Sewell 2), 
and social interaction were translated into the interpretation of movement scores, 
collaborations between the dancers and the physical installation. According to Sewell 
(20), “agency arises from the actor’s knowledge of schemas, which means the ability to 
apply them to new contexts”. Movement scores, which serve as parameters for the 
dancer’s actions, represent what Sewell calls the “rules or schemas making up 
structures”. During the development of the movement scores, some of the limitations that 
emerged were dictated by the physical material and design of the installation itself. Other 
limitations were related to interactions between dancers and their use of space. Safety, 
care and awareness became one of the biggest concerns and it was translated into 
personal safety as well as collective safety. Becoming aware of personal safety and 
collective safety opened the dialogue around how our individual actions and interactions 
with others and the environment affect other people’s reality.  
 During the research period, we developed ways of interacting with the fabric as 
well as with other dancers, ways of building the structure and ways of transforming it. By 
the end of the creative research, a new stage emerged as the dancers began developing 
strategic moves and actions and a performance structure was revealing itself, becoming 
more defined.  
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CHAPTER 3 
CREATIVE RESEARCH 
 
 
 
The following is description of my creative research in its different stages, all of 
which were shaped by two different types of approaches: an intuitive approach, driven by 
my artistic expression, and an analytical approach that followed the purposeful attempt to 
answer conceptual questions and materialize them through the actions of creative play, 
movement and the exploration of alternative performance spaces.  
After reflecting about this experience, I was able to recognize the presence of 
different stages:  
1. Conceptualization of the piece 
2. Construction of an initial structure 
3. Movement research with the initial structure 
4. Evaluation and redesign  
5. Movement research through the construction of a transformable structure 
 6. Development of a Performance Piece and  
7. Final Evaluation of the Project 
 
The first five stages were process-oriented in which the main focus was on 
discovering and allowing emergent ideas and experiences to develop. The last two stages 
were oriented to the production of a public performance and a written document as 
products of the creative process. 
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Movement explorations and improvisational structures such as scores were also 
developed in the process-oriented work. One of the most important characteristics of this 
phase of the work was the constant need for detachment from desired outcomes. I found 
myself talking about “allowing things to become” instead of focusing on a specific result.  
At that time, not knowing exactly where the project was going made it difficult to discuss 
the purpose of the explorations. The dancers had to exercise the same practice of 
detachment and openness to the process. Focusing on the process made the idea of 
creating an evening-length performance feel like a contradiction.  
 The need to show the research progress as part of the MFA requirements gave 
origin to the product-focused stages. These stages required the arrangement of the 
different explorations into a structure that later became the final performance. Organizing 
the content of the performance in a progressive and meaningful way, allowed the 
emergence of a narrative showing an evolution from the empty space into the 
construction and transformation of the dance installation. The performance itself 
illustrated the process of negotiating different types of interactions between the dancers 
as they collaborated and explored the evolving structure they were building live before an 
audience. 
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Choreography as a structuring process 
 
 
 Improvisation was the main approach for generating movement exploration and it 
provided a way of exploring the concept of agency, in which the dancers needed to 
interpret movement scores based on the concepts related to embodied as well as 
emotional transformation. Movement scores involved interacting with the physical 
installation, its material and shapes. They also involved exploring purposeful movement 
towards the construction of the installation. Interpreting movement scores provided the 
dancers with freedom to move as preferred, allowing their own personalities to emerge. 
Collective improvised decisions required a clear sense of purpose from the dancers. 
During each rehearsal, the physical structure took a unique shape based on the 
improvised decisions of the dancers. There was a sense of excitement when seeing the 
result of their actions. The improvisation structures, or scores, were inspired by the 
explorations about transformation as well as by the interaction possibilities with the 
fabric, the installation and a purposeful exploration with the environment. 
  A traditional approach to generating movement was also applied, in which, the 
choreographer dictates each and every movement. From the perspective of the researcher-
choreographer, orchestrating the progressive transformation of space required a 
structuring of decisions such as the dancers’ positions in the space, actions, use of time 
and defining beginnings and endings of sections. These decisions ended up showing my 
personal aesthetic and artistic interest and were accepted by the dancers without 
questioning. This leadership aspect of the creative process contrasted with my original 
attempt to promote egalitarian relationships in the process. I eventually came to realize 
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that different leadership styles were present as a dynamic relationship between the 
choreographer-researcher and the dancers and changed upon the needs of the process. 
Once the project shifted its focus towards a final performance, two compositional 
aspects of the piece came to play: 1) coaching movement, directing the dancers’ focus 
and their use of space; 2) the dancers’ individual knowledge about composition and 
artistic expertise, creativity and experience as well as their collective interpretation of the 
movement scores. These two perspectives supported the progression of the piece 
allowing it to become something new in every rehearsal. The process created a safe 
environment for the dancers to negotiate improvised movement with guidelines and 
structure. Individual and collective movement habits and patterns started to emerge.  
Something that kept the whole work exciting and new every time, was the unexpected 
shape the environment would take as a result of the dancer’s decisions in the weaving 
process. Interacting with a new environment each time offered the dancers new 
opportunities for creative interpretations for movement creation and interaction within the 
structure, keeping their perspective flexible and fresh.  
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Stages in the Creative research  
 
Recognizing stages in this research shows the project’s own process of 
transformation and its evolution of moving from one stage to another. The different 
stages are a reflection of how my ideas evolved as I gained new perspectives in my 
attempt to embody and materialize concepts such as social and inner transformation, 
agency, and leadership.  
 
Conceptualization of the piece 
 
This stage started in November of 2012 with the writing of a thesis proposal. This 
document served as a point of departure for the evolving process. It ended around May of 
2013 with the definition of actions that would help start the dance making process.   
 One of the main purposes in this stage was the identification and visualization of 
meaningful concepts related to social transformation as well as inner transformation and 
how they could be realized through design and dance. This stage involved journaling and 
drawing in order to depict the ideas that emerged in the process. The idea of portraying 
the personal struggles caused by the limitations experienced in my process of adapting to 
a new life style in Arizona deeply influenced my creative practice at that moment. 
Moving from Panama to Arizona became a great challenge in many levels. Focusing on 
the purpose of my journey as a student, I realized that in order to be able to be an agent 
for social transformation, I would have to embrace my process of inner transformation by 
learning to adapt to the new environment and the new ideas I was exposed to in the 
academic environment. 
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My attempt was to use my skills as a dancer-designer in order to explore 
relationships between inner and social transformation through the construction of a 
material structure and the interaction with it. My training as a dancer and as a graphic 
designer, including a year of studies in architecture design, provided me with the tools to 
visualize and design an interactive dance installation. Imagining the possibility to 
materialize the idea of transformation helped visualize and design the installation 
structure in its different stages.  
 Figure 1 shows the first step into bridging ideas of dance explorations and 
experimenting with materials that would allow interaction through movement. At the 
time, I was trying to explore the meaning of different restrictions or limitations I had been 
experiencing as a result of moving to a new country. The difficulties I was having as a 
graduate student immersed in a new cultural environment gave birth to drawings and 
choreographic ideas. Questions about structuralism, construction and deconstruction 
started to emerge. My personal dance experience directed me to the idea of looking at 
dance technique and learned movement vocabulary as an invisible structure that defined 
and restricted my possibilities of movement and expression.  
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Fig. 2 Sketch representing the idea of the use of materials to restrict movement in a    
          dancer.  
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Construction of an initial structure  
 
 
 The challenge of translating my visualization of movement into a three 
dimensional design was overcome by the construction of scale designs based on 
drawings. These models helped me clarify the type of structure I wanted to build and the 
kind of materials I needed. Figure 2 shows some of the designs that came to life in the 
making of small-scale structures used as a transition into a life scale prototype.  
 
 
Fig. 3 Scale Models for an interactive dance installation design. 
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The next steps required a commitment to one of the designs in order to make 
decisions about the type and amount of materials needed to build the structure. 
Conversations with the production manager Carolyn Koch brought up construction 
problems and restrictions offered by the chosen site and issues related to safety and the 
protection of the current structures of the building. An analysis of the space involved a 
photo shoot, sketching and measuring. This analysis helped in the process of calculating 
the type and amount of materials necessary 
Through analysis and discussions with Prof. Melissa Rex, the Technical Director 
for the School and Jacqueline Benard, the evolution of a structural design began. Some of 
the materials designed in this stage were: a strong metal structure to create levels and 
support the weight of dancers while interacting with the installation. The material chosen 
was aerial dance fabric, heavy-duty ratchet straps to attach the metal structures, and 
climbing gear such as carabiners and straps. This stage took place from June to August of 
2013. 
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Fig. 4 Different perspectives of the space and the first life scale design and material          
         exploration. 
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Fig. 5 First large-scale design. 
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Fig. 6 Developing a safe and strong support structure for the installation.  
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Fig. 7 Sketch and measures for a supporting metal structure. 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 8 Building the metal structure and example of materials used to build the installation. 
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Fig. 9 Construction and taking down of the installation and support structure. 
 
 
 
Movement research with the initial structure 
 
 
 This stage took place in October of 2013 with rehearsals and practice of 
improvisational dance scores, explorations with the fabric and the potential for 
movement.  It ended with a public performance during the Fall Graduate Show. 
Documenting the process involved videography, photography, journaling and 
conversations with dancers. The scores that were developed in this stage were related to 
exploring different possibilities of interacting with the fabric, finding different 
possibilities for transforming the shape of the physical the structure. We recognized that 
the structure behaved as a fourth dancer that would push back at us demanding certain 
types of movement and approaches. There was a music exploration using pieces created 
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by the audio artist Glochids that were edited into a 15 minutes piece. This performance 
also included experimenting with video projection on the fabric.  
 In this early stage of the research, the performance had no narrative structure and 
relied on the dancers’ improvisational and movement skills. This brought up some 
questions about the aesthetic value and poetic sense of the performance. 
 
 
 
Fig. 10 Rehearsals with the original structure. 
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Fig. 11 Fall Graduate Show performance, October 2014. Pictures by Hayley Brunetto. 
 
 
Fig. 12 Fall Graduate Show 2013 pictures from video recording. 
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Evaluation and redesign:  
 
This stage began right after showing the work during the fall’s graduate show in 
October of 2013. By interpreting all the data from the previous stages, I became aware 
that the installation, as a structure, had a limited amount of flexibility in order for it to be 
fully transformed by the dancers’ interaction. The fabric was flexible to play with but it 
always went back to its original shape. The tension provided by the structure only 
allowed for certain types of shapes and movement. I interpreted the installation as one 
that demanded specific types of interactions from us representing the powerful and 
oppressing structures in society. The strong lines and single direction that were pulling 
downward in the structure also provided a specific direction for the dancers’ interaction. 
The strength and size of the installation ended up imposing its nature over the human 
bodies interacting with it. Freedom of choice was limited by the nature and shape of the 
structure and the fact that once the structure was built we were not able to make any other 
major structural changes that would lead to even newer possibilities of interactions or 
movements. Personal perspectives of the dancers as well as strength, willingness to take 
risks and movement training also provided limitations in the interaction. A new question 
arose:  What if the dancers could transform the installation’s design at will?  
In order for the dancers to have more control when transforming the structure, the 
design approach would have to be more flexible. This meant taking structure apart in 
order to play with new ways of building and rebuilding the installation. Translating this 
to social structures, the idea of taking apart the current structures could provide new ways 
of exercising freedom and agency. Creating new social structures that are intended to be 
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transformable may result in a society that can evolve accordingly to its needs. The 
emergence of this question was crucial as it transformed the original physical structure 
and helped shaped the future of the creative research. It helped me acknowledge the 
power I held as the structure’s designer to decide the original conditions of the 
installation and my willingness to portray a more egalitarian and flexible structure for the 
dancers to interact with. In this process I reflected on other issues related to power 
relationships and structures and many more important questions arose. How many of the 
social struggles we encounter are created to satisfy powerful individuals and institutions 
that design the social structures we interact with? How many social structures remain the 
same because we as citizens do not know about other possibilities of interactions with 
powerful structures? Or is it because we lack the knowledge and tools to envision and 
create new possible realities? These questions helped me become more aware of my role 
as a leader and helped me facilitate more collaborative interactions in the design process. 
Facilitating agency became a focal interest in these explorations.  
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Fig. 13 Transition to a new type of structure breaking from the original design into a  
 more flexible type of design. 
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Movement research through the construction of the structure.  
 
 
 This stage took place during November of 2013 and was focused on using a new 
flexible approach to building the structure, allowing the dancers to practice the concept of 
agency and create new opportunities for decision-making. New possibilities in the 
building process of the structure also generated a sense of receiving more responsibility 
for the outcomes of their decisions. These decisions affected the shape of the installation 
as well as the type of interactions that could be performed. I began to recognize an 
emerging design in my personal research method that involved a more disciplined and 
structured approach to note taking, and the creation of procedural memos that helped in 
planning future rehearsals. During this stage, there was also more clarity in the design of 
movement scores based on the types of interactions possible with the physical structure.  
 As we became more familiar with the fabric and the new shapes of the 
installation, new topics came up offering rich imagery that triggered our imagination. 
Some of these were the “cocoon” shapes created when the dancers hid inside the fabric.  
The cocoon shapes were also related to the image of a butterfly and process of 
transformation it goes through as a caterpillar. These images became important motifs in 
each rehearsal and gave us inspiration for movement leading to new ideas for interaction.  
Another image that emerged from the process was the idea of a spider web, leading me to 
learn about the myth of  “Old Spider Woman” which in the Navajo tradition is the creator 
of the constellations of the universe. The creative nature of the “Old Spider Woman”, the 
weaver, became present in each rehearsal. In the tradition, Old Spider Woman was also 
responsible for giving the Navajo people the string games, which in Navajo is called 
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“Na’al’o’” meaning  “continuous weaving” (Wirt and Sherman 119). This led to an 
important breakthrough in my research as it helped develop the building process which 
was also informed by my experience knitting and using macramé technique for knotting 
strings. Experimenting with string games gave birth to the final approach to weaving the 
fabric in order to build the installation. Running into the story of  “Old Spider Woman” 
became an inspiration and a personal way to connect my creative process with my 
experiences in Arizona and its native people.     
  At this point, my participation as a dancer transitioned to being a facilitator of the 
experience for the other dancers. Movement scores continued to evolve including 
movement interaction efficiently strategize and designed for the physical structure. The 
installation took new shapes in each rehearsal allowing for new perspectives and 
movement opportunities. Building and interaction strategies became technical skills that 
shaped the way dancers moved and played with the structure facilitating a constant 
transformation. Each rehearsal became an exciting opportunity for discovery and play 
and, at this point, I started to trust my approach and the path that my research was taking.  
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Fig. 14 Rehearsals building a new structure design. 
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Performance piece development:  
 
 
 The last stage of the creative research took place between December of 2013 and 
January of 2014.  The project’s focus shifted towards the production of a final piece for 
performance. Different aesthetic criteria came into play such as visual balance, qualities 
of movement and the use of time. New layers started to emerge such as sound design, 
costumes and lightning design to complete the performance experience.  
 The final sound score was an important layer that fulfilled the lobby’s 
transformation into a performance space by creating different moods in each stage of the 
piece. The recorded sound score was a blend of environmental sounds and music.  Some 
sounds were recorded during the summer of 2013 in a train station and others were 
inspired by the sounds we heard during rehearsals such as the metal sound of carabiners 
falling on the ground. Additional sounds and music where royalty-free files that I found 
on the Internet. Music tracks, sounds and loops were edited, manipulated or created 
digitally with computer audio software. Heartbeats, bells at a train station, voices, wind 
sounds and sometimes silent sections were edited, blended and layered to create the final 
sound score.  
 Different types of space explorations as well as designs of the physical structure 
started coming together as construction blocks that weaved into each other, developing a 
sense of progression in the choreography. Establishing transitions between sections 
became the most important creative exercise during this process. The meaning of each 
exploration and each section became clearer and the role of the dancers was clarified, 
allowing the dancers to become more comfortable in their performance. 
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 The final piece, Transformation Is… became an hour-long piece in which set 
choreography and improvisation were intertwined. The piece began with dancers 
performing in a clean open space and evolved into their creation of different 
environments with the fabric. The installation became progressively complex as the 
dancers created more connections and intersections with the web-like structures and each 
other during the performance.  
 
 
 
Fig. 15 Rehearsals building a new structure and exploring different ways to use the space. 
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Final evaluation  
 
 
 This stage started right after the public performance of the piece on February 7th 
and 8th of 2014. It involved the writing of observations related to the performance 
experience, the analysis of all journal entries, analysis of the performance videos and 
photograph as well as a theoretical evaluation for the thesis writing. 
 During the last week of rehearsals, the exercise of agency became evident each 
time the dancers defended their right to make decisions; they started to understand that 
every action became evident in the shape of the installation or in the use of time as a 
structuring factor of the piece. I realized I had given up part of my responsibility as 
designer when they became more responsible for their decisions as active creators of the 
piece. Another observation is that, as the final performances approached, collective 
strategies became more evident in the building process, which in the long term would 
affect the improvisational aspect of the project over time.  
 Members of the technical crew where also incorporated into the performance by 
wearing a specific type of outfit and color since their supportive action throughout the 
piece were visible to the audience. During the performance, the exercise of agency was 
extended to the audience’s role in the piece by verbally encouraging them to explore 
different positions in the space.  They were told they had the choice to move around the 
space as well as to explore the upper level perspectives to view the piece. Although most 
people stayed in the same place they started, members of the audience who explored new 
perspectives became a part of the performance as they moved in space and making it a 
fully participative experience. At the end of the performance, everybody was invited to 
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explore and interact with the installation. They were given a few rules for interacting with 
it, which were related mostly to safety and getting familiar with the types of connections 
that held the structure together.  
 In terms of structure, I realized that the highly choreographed sections of the piece 
seemed to have given a sense of certainty to the performers. Defined points of reference 
during the piece helped achieve common understanding and collective agreement that 
balanced the mostly improvisational character of the piece.  
 Another aspect of the piece’s structure became evident through the use of a 
recorded soundtrack, which offered a time structure to the performance. It also provided 
sound cues that helped the dancers recognize sections of the piece in order to transition 
into new stages of the performance. 
 These observations gave rise to some important new questions: 
• What would the same installation look like in another architectural space with the 
same materials? 
• How does cultural background or training influence the interpretation of scores? 
• How would non-dancers interpret and perform the scores developed? 
• What other materials, spaces and interactions can be used to explore agency and 
social structure? 
• What new dynamics and shapes would emerge if the installation could exist in a 
space such as a gallery or a museum where the time limitations were different?   
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 Some possible future actions that could help further the research include: 
 
• Explore scores that enable new perspectives and different types of explorations. 
• Ask the dancers to propose their own dance scores.  
• Exploration with improvised music and sound that would be played live during 
rehearsals and performance.  
• Explorations with lights and projections that are reinforce different sections of the 
performance.  
• Take the piece to a space with a similar architectural structure. See how the new 
environment affects the dynamics and shape of the piece.  
• Add	  a	  new	  layer	  to	  the	  research	  by	  interviewing	  the	  dancers	  that	  participated	  in	  the	  creative	  process,	  as	  well	  as	  audiences	  that	  witness	  the	  piece	  during	  its	  performance.	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Fig. 16 Final performance pictures from video recording. February 8th, 2014. 
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Fig. 17 Final performance pictures by Tim Trumble during dress rehearsal. 
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Fig. 18 Images of the audience and technical crew interacting with the installation after a        
            performance. 
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CHAPTER 4 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
Developing this project became a transformative experience that helped shape my 
creative practice as I explored the possibilities of intersecting my artistic skills as dancer 
and designer.  It also became an opportunity for self-reflection and personal growth. 
Going back to school for an MFA degree in the United States was an endeavor 
that helped me understand the importance of remaining flexible in order to adapt to new 
realities. Challenging myself with new and foreign learning experiences has taken a lot of 
courage and strength to overcome fear and to trust in the process. I realized that the 
installation is a metaphor for my personal growth stages as a student in the US. The 
initial structure represents who I was when I arrived to this U.S. and the Evaluation and 
Re-design stage, represents my process of adjustment to a new reality in a new country. I 
have become aware of the need to look for personal mental schemas that can help me 
become a more adaptable person in future experiences. My challenge now is to remain 
flexible to negotiate new possibilities in my professional practice as well as in my 
personal life in order for these new insights to take root.  
Exploring the idea of creating an egalitarian social reality by empowering 
individual and collaborative action to change reality enabled me to understand 
transformation as a constant movement between stages of process and product that rely 
on flexible human relationships and social structures. Transformation is both a process of 
building and taking apart. It involves creation as well as destruction as it moves from one 
form to another, creating different stages in between. 
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 As an artist, I hope to continue exploring new relationships between social 
transformation, movement and installation design, experimenting with new spaces, new 
materials and new questions. I will look for new aesthetic outcomes shaped by the 
exploration of ideas about agency, leadership and social structures with the purpose of 
promoting transformational experiences for collaborating artists, diverse audiences and 
myself. Putting my creative aesthetic and inquiry in context, I find that my work relates 
to artists whose work promotes social transformation by challenging the public’s ideas on 
social order and power relationships; those whose interdisciplinary approach to art 
making and their use of space as sites for transformational experiences challenge 
preconceived ideas about art and social reality in their own particular way. I find the 
lifelong artistic production of Anna Halprin inspiring since she transformed the dance 
world with her use improvisational action scores as part of her artistic inquiry. Her works 
invited the audience to reflect on socially relevant topics such as death and terminal 
illneses and by using alternative performance spaces besides the proscenium stage. Trisha 
Brown’s work challenged the use of space, movement and gravity transforming the 
concept of contemporary performance. She created large-scale dance installations that 
served as interactive environments and also experimented with vertical dance on walls 
and buildings. Ann Hamilton creates large-scale site-specific installations with fabric, 
sound and other media that invites audiences to bring life to her artwork by interacting 
with it. Ernesto Pujol’s social choreographies are dance works that invite the audience to 
reflect on time creating a contrast to the frenzy of contemporary lifestyles. He 
choreographs dance interventions in which dancers walk in silence for large periods of 
time. I also find inspiration in William Kentridge’s work as visual artist with previous 
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experience in theater and performance, specializing in stop-motion films based on 
charcoal drawings creates immersive art installations in which he explores and exposes 
political topics related to power struggle and social structures. 
 Situating my creative practice within the academic environment has helped me 
understand the possibilities of arts practice-led research and its validity in academia. 
Learning about grounded theory methods in ethnographic research has helped me 
structure my personal methodology of working, providing me with more accurate 
vocabulary for speaking about my work. Transitioning back to Panama, a new process of 
adaptation will begin. As an artist-educator-researcher, I hope to continue my arts 
practice-led research within the academic environment of the Universidad de Panama. I 
will apply this new knowledge in my personal practices as an educator promoting 
creative practices and offering students the tools I learned during my studies at Arizona 
State University. As an educator, I have become more aware of the importance of 
facilitating learning processes that promote flexible mindsets with critical thinking skills 
that will enable students to transform social realities when necessary. I have an interest in 
helping shape the future path of research in the school of dance in order to position 
creative research as valuable as scientific research. One of main goals will be promoting 
future interdisciplinary collaborations that are egalitarian and respectful within the 
academic environment. 
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APPENDIX A  
PERFORMANCE INVITATION POSTER  
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APPENDIX B  
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